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Summary 


When Jaime woke up, he thought he’d been rescued. 


He gets a week before it falls apart. 


Jaime lifts his head and meets the shocked eyes of a man he recognizes, a man he forced to shift 
before he was shoved into a small cage— 


The man’s eyes narrow, and gold washes over them as he growls loudly enough that it echoes off 
the wall, and everyone in the hallway goes still. 


“Mage,” he snarls, and Jaime realizes he’s pressed his body up against the wall, heart fluttering in 
his throat. 


“He’s not a mage, Dimitri, ” Mirza says, sounding confused, and Jaime catches his breath as his 
blood runs cold. 


No. Please, no. 


They said—they said they knew he was a prisoner and that it was over, he was safe now. No one 
seemed to care that he’d hurt wolves, helped lock them away, and living with a pack was better 
than anything he dared to dream of when he lay awake at night, pain keeping him from sleep. 


Everyone has been kind to him, so kind he’d started to think he actually deserved it. 


The warmth of pack, the constant gentle, reassuring touches, the way no one left him alone, the 
way no one ever hurt him— 


He dared to think he might be forgiven, might have a chance at living a life of freedom, might put 
everything behind him. 


But—if they didn’t know he was a mage, then they don’t know what he did, and—it’s all been a 
lie. 


“He was a prisoner,” Mirza is continuing, fiercely protective, protection that Jaime now knows is 
under false pretenses. “And—” 


“He forced me to shift,” Dimitri says, eyes locked on Jaime. “Forced me to shift and watched as 
they locked me in a cage.” 


“You’re mistaken,” Mirza says, but Dimitri isn’t mistaken at all. “Jaime wasn’ t—” 


“T’ll never forget his face,’ Dimitri says, deadly quiet. 


Jaime knew it was too good to be true, knew something would go wrong. He hasn’t really been 
using his magic because—well, he’s been afraid to do so, afraid that could bring the collar back, 
somehow, afraid he won’t know how to use it properly after being kept away from it for so long. 


But now it looks like he was hiding his power from them. 


Dimitri’s face is twisted and ugly with rage, and Jaime can feel his hatred, and he—he deserves it, 
he knows that, knows what he did was unforgivable, but thought somehow, perhaps—they’d all 
said such reassuring things— 


Mirza is arguing with Dimitri, their voices rising, and Jaime isn’t sure what they’re saying 
anymore, his heartbeat pounding in his skull, drowning out everything. But when Dimitri steps 
forward, reaching out a grasping hand towards him, even though Mirza is already reaching to pull 
Dimitri back, Jaime panics. 


Without conscious thought, white lighting arcs from him, shocking Dimitri, and the wolf stumbles 
backward. 


Eyes wide with horror as he realizes what he just did—he attacked a wolf—Jaime’s in the center of 
a pool of shocked stillness for a just moment, before the hallway is suddenly full of gleaming eyes, 
inhuman and bright, and they all back away from him. 


He’s alone in the hallway, watched by a group of deadly predators that now think he’s been lying 
to them. 


“T’m sorry,” he says shakily, still pressing tight to the wall. “I thought you knew—I thought—” He 
casts a glance at Dimitri, the man still enraged and hateful, and chokes out, “I didn’t want to do it.” 


“Didn’t want to do it?” Dimitri says, furious in a way Jaime hasn’t seen since the first and 

only time he tried to free a wolf. “Let me tell you how much he didn’t want to do it,” Dimitri says, 
raising his voice, making sure everyone hears. “He forced me to shift, locked me in my form, and 
immobilized me while another hunter shoved me in a cage. And then?” Dimitri has the attention of 
every wolf in the hallway, and he turns back to Jaime. “And then he slapped you on the back and 
said, “You'll get a special reward for that tonight.’” 


A low rumble moves through the hallway, wolves growling deep in their throats as Jaime 
swallows, blood draining from his face. He feels sick at the memory, sick at remembering how he 
limped for two days from that special reward but he knows how it looks, how it sounded— 


“Jaime?” Mirza demands, her voice tinged with a growl, and Jaime flinches at the sound. Mirza 
and her pups have been so kind to him, so welcoming, he didn’t mean to lie, he thought—“Is that 
true?” 


“N—No,” Jaime stutters, and Dimitri snarls. “No, I mean, yes—yes, I’m a mage, and I—I did cast 
those spells, but—” 


Dimitri steps forward again and Jaime consciously locks down his magic as the furious wolf grabs 
his arm. 


No one moves to defend him this time, now that they know who he really is. 


“You don’t belong here,” Dimitri hisses. “You belong in the pile of corpses we left back at that 
camp.” 


Jaime is hyper-aware that Dimitri, or anyone else, could kill him before he could react. Could snap 
his bones, make him scream, gut him and leave him to die slowly, painfully in the woods. 


He knows he should defend himself, explain he wasn’t trying to conceal his magic, he thought they 
knew—or he should force Dimitri to let go, cloak himself and flee, somewhere safer— 


But the idea of using his magic to hurt any more wolves is deeply abhorrent to him. Never again, 
no matter what. 


Living in a pack, forgiven? It was always too good to be true. Deep down he knew it, knew he 
didn’t deserve to escape the camp alive, and knows he deserves a messy, bloody death, here and 
now. 


“What’s going on here?” Lada’s voice cuts through the rising tension, but Jaime refuses to let 
himself feel relief. She’s not here to save him, not anymore, and she never saved him at all, just 
someone she thought he was. 


He’s never been the victim. 


“You brought home their mage,” Dimitri says, yanking Jaime down the hallway towards the alpha. 
“He wasn’t a prisoner, he was one of them!” 


“Let go of him,” Lada says calmly, and Dimitri’s grip on Jaime’s arm turns painfully tight. 


“No,” Dimitri spits out. “He doesn’t belong here, he doesn’t—” 


“Dimitri.” Lada’s voice snaps through the hallway, and Jaime flinches, even though she’s not 
angry at him, not yet. “Let. Go. Of Him.” Her eyes glow pure emerald, and she stares down Dimitri 
until he lets go of Jaime. 


Jaime wants to step away, step back, wants to rub at the bruise growing on his arm, but— 


It wasn’t too long ago he didn’t have the freedom to make those choices, and it’s easy to slip right 
back into holding himself still and ready. Too easy. 


“He locked me up, Lada,” Dimitri says, in a voice full of pain, and Jaime closes his eyes for a brief 
moment, shame and guilt washing hot through him. After all he’s done, how dare he think he 
deserves anything but more suffering and pain. 


Lada steps forward and brushes her wrist over Dimitri’s neck, scenting him, calming him, and 
Jaime spares just a moment to wish he could deserve the same kindness. 


Now that he knows they never knew who he was, he’s only hoping they’re willing to kill him 
quickly. 


“He locked me up,” Dimitri says again, and his voice breaks, and Lada’s heart aches. An entire 
month it took her to find her missing packmate, an entire month with those monsters, and the 
thought that she might have misjudged, might have invited one of them into her home— 


But she remembers Jaime as they found him in the camp. Unconscious in one of the tents, bruised, 
reeking of pain. The healers told her he was malnourished, and told her he had internal tearing. 


He was so exhausted he didn’t wake up for over a day, curled up small beneath more blankets than 
was strictly necessary. 


And when he did wake, Lada sat at his bedside, held his hand, and gently told him the hunters 
were dead and he was free. He didn’t understand at first, staring wide eyed, and then he protested. 
But he’s not the first sexual assault victim to be rescued, and she’s not unfamiliar with how that 
kind of abuse and captivity can twist someone into believing he doesn’t deserve anything good. 


She told him she didn’t care what happened, what they made him do, because he deserves freedom 
and safety, and then he broke down sobbing. 


She gathered him up in her arms, her wolf whispering mine, held him while he cried out what must 
have been years of pain, and told him he could stay as long as he wanted. Forever, even. Make a 
home with them. 


But she knows the hunters are capable of acts wolves will never think of, capable of committing 
atrocities, and creating a lie like this isn’t beyond them. 


To sacrifice an entire camp of hunters, to torture one of their own so the wolves would take pity 
and bring in an enemy to their den? The idea doesn’t surprise her, but that Jaime would do that to 
them? Before she encases her heart in ice, she has to know. 


When she turns to look at him, to hear his side of the story, he’s quiet and staring at the floor, 
worryingly still. 


“He used magic,” Mirza informs Lada, her eyes still glinting amber. “We all saw it. He—He 
shocked Dimitri. And he admitted to locking Dimitri up.” 


Lada’s stomach twists at the words. “Jaime?” she asks, working to keep her voice level. “Is that 
true?” 


Jaime doesn’t look at her, doesn’t move for a long moment, and then he gives a quick, short nod. 


Lada’s wolf howls as ice spreads through her, betrayal and grief and pain locked away while she 
processes the new depths to which hunters can sink. 


And then the ice melts as protective rage flows through her. 


What are they planning? 


What horrific thing do they want to do to her entire pack that they’d risk one of their mages? A 
mage who could, even now, attack any one of them. 


“Find Khalida,” Lada snaps out, feeling sick at the sense of betrayal washing through her. She 
believed Jaime. She felt sorry for him. 


And all along, he was one of them. 


She shoves down every last bit of pity and sympathy she felt for the man, every memory of 
holding him, helping him find his voice, making him feel safe. 


They’ re all lies, carefully crafted to win her over so they can hurt her pack, somehow, and she’s not 
going to let that happen. 


She can feel the confusion and fear and pain spreading through her pack already, and needs to rip 
out the source at the root. By any means necessary. 


“Tell her to grab a mage collar and meet me in my office,” Lada says, her voice cold. She reaches 
out for Jaime, and the man—the hunter flinches when she closes her hand over his shoulder. “It 
seems we have a lot to discuss.” 


Jaime lets Lada bring him to her office, each step feeling heavier than the last, dreading the collar 
locking away his power again. His magic is burning under his skin, begging for release. He can 
feel it pulsing through him, tingling in his fingertips, urging him to just cast one spell. He can think 
of endless ways to get out of Lada’s unyielding grip, escape the den and—go where? Do what? 


There’s nowhere for him to go. There’s no one waiting for him. 


He may as well pay for his crimes. 


He’s not sure why he’s not already dead. 


Dimitri follows them close behind, growling. Khalida is already there, brown eyes cold when 
Jaime dares to glance at her, innocuous black leather in her hands. 


She steps forward, reaching for him, and Jaime’s heart rate skyrockets, and he tries to step back. 
Lada’s grip digs into his shoulder, holding him still, but sheer panic is welling up in him. He’d 
intended to be calm, docile, submissive, accept his fate, but he can’t accept that. 


He knows what it feels like to have half his soul locked away, inaccessible. Knows what it feels 
like to live his life with the weight of a collar dragging him down. Knows what it feels like when 
every breath, every swallow, every moment is a reminder of being controlled. He’s only been free 
for a week, but he can’t go back. 


“No,” he says, pulling hard against Lada’s grip, trying to get away. “No, I’m not wearing that!” His 
voice rises, but he can’t get free, and she’s going to put it around his neck, and he can’t go back— 
he can’t— 


Panic wells up in him, too fast to push back down, and his magic slips from his control. A surge of 
it flashes out of him, knocking Lada’s hand off him, and he backs away until he hits the wall 
outside her office. 


Dimitri, Khalida, and Lada form a loose semi-circle around him, trapping him. 


“Please,” he says, voice shaking, eyes darting between them. “Please, don’t put that on me.” His 
gaze fixes on the collar, and his breathing gets shallower. 


“Don’t want to be locked up, mage?” Dimitri sneers. “Don’t want to know what it feels like 
yourself?” 


Jaime does know what it feels like, more than Dimitri could ever imagine, and the idea terrifies 
him. He survived years already, and he can’t—he won ’t— 


None of them are coming closer, though, and he realizes with a sickening jolt that they’ re afraid of 
him. Afraid of what else he’Il do to them. 


Khalida is eyeing him carefully, and Jaime can tell she’s thinking of just lunging forward, and 
knows she’d be willing to sacrifice herself, trusting Lada to use the distraction to get the collar on 
him and— 


“Don’t,” Jaime warns, his voice is a thin thread pulled through a tight throat, and he doesn’t know 
if he sounds convincing. “Don’t come any closer.” 


Lada lays a hand on Khalida’s arm, settling her, and says, “What do you want, hunter?” 


Her cold tone burns through him, cutting through his panic for a moment, and he closes his eyes 
against the pain. 


An hour ago he thought he was safe. He thought they wanted him, despite everything. Lada hugged 
him just this morning, and Khalida ruffled his hair and made sure he got his favorite chocolate 
croissant at breakfast and now— 


Now he’s huddled against a wall surrounded by three wolves who will kill him without a second’s 
thought. 


He can’t tear his eyes away from the collar in Khalida’s hands, can’t stop his heart hammering as 
their eyes reflect the light, as Dimitri silently bares his teeth, as they make it very clear he’s a 
threat and they’re going to neutralize him. 


But underneath his fear, he aches. The slender shoot of fragile hope he’s been carefully tending, 
nourished by everyone in the pack with their gentle touches, easy affection, and unconditional 
forgiveness is—dying. It hurts more than he could have imagined. 


“Well?” Khalida prompts him, impatient, and Jaime knows he has to answer before they take all 
his choices from him. 


He can’t have what he wants. 


“T want you to make it quick,” Jaime says, ignoring the sharp pain of loss in his chest, and 
Khalida’s lip curls up in a silent snarl. 


He could push them away, could cloak himself and flee, but— he doesn’t want to run away, 
doesn’t want to try to put himself back together all alone. He’s broken, he knows that, and 
sometimes things are broken beyond repair. 


“You think you deserve a quick death?” Dimitri asks scornfully. 


No, he doesn’t deserve that, but he still wants it, now that the past seven days were just a lie. 


“You'll get hurt trying to take me down,” Jaime says, hating himself for playing on their fear, 
because he’s never going to hurt anyone, let alone a wolf. Not again. But he just wants to be done. 
“But I know I’m not getting out of here—” Can’t get out if he doesn’t try, and there’s no reason to 
try. “—so I just want it to be—quick.” He swallows, trying to focus on Lada’s reaction, but his 
eyes keep drifting back to the collar. 


“You won’t fight back?” Lada asks, consideringly, and Jaime dares to hope. 


“No, Lada,” he promises, voice quiet, trying to make her believe. “No, I wouldn’t, I just— “ He 
licks his lips. “Not the collar.” 


He trembles at the idea of feeling that weight on his neck again. He just—can’t. 


“We can’t trust him,” Dimitri hisses. “You can’t possibly be considering this, Lada.” 


“Tt’s worth a try,” Khalida says, keen eyes still watching Jaime. “Are you saying you don’t want to 
rip his throat out?” 


Jaime shudders, because it will hurt, but then it would be over. 


Please just kill me. 


“Deal,” Lada says easily, and Jaime feels a surge of something too bittersweet to be called relief. 
“Let this be a lesson, Dimitri. Better to be rid of a threat easily, than to focus on your revenge. 
Think of what’s best for the pack.” 


There’s a pause where Jaime expects her to move forward, expects one of them to shift and rip his 
throat out, and then he realizes they’re waiting for him. 


As though he’s the dangerous one here. 


He forces himself to step away from the wall and looks at the floor instead of Lada’s unforgiving 
expression. 


The hallway is silent as he takes his slow paces, and he feels almost unsteady. 


This is it. This is—the end. 


He’s curiously numb as Lada’s shoes come into view. Everything is slipping away from him, and 
he just wants them to know— 


“T’m sorry,” he whispers, sinking down to his knees, as he feels like he’s floating away, about to 
detach from his body. All that’s left is what is hopefully a brief moment of pain and then— 


Cool leather slips around his neck, and Jaime feels like he’s been shocked with cold water. 


The world shifts into abrupt, painful focus and he claws at his throat, trying to find the catch, but 
it’s sealed itself like magic, because it is magic. 


They collared him. 


“No,” Jaime chokes out, half a despairing sob, his magic sinking deep inside him, hiding behind a 
wall he can never, ever breach. “No,” he cries, looking up at Lada, devastation carving a painful, 
familiar channel through him, a channel he’d dared to hope had closed for good. “You said we had 
a deal!” His voice breaks. 


Tears are pressing at his eyes, because he trusted her, if not to still protect and be kind to him, he 
trusted her to be better than the hunters, to keep her word, to— 


“Deals with a hunter are meaningless,” Lada says, looking down at him, and Jaime is scrambling 
backwards, because he will run if they’re going to collar him, he’ Il get away and find some way to 
get this damn thing off his neck— 


But he’s powerless now, no threat of magic to hang over their heads, and Khalida lifts him up, 
twisting his arms behind his back, pushing him into Lada’s office. 


“No, please,” Jaime says desperately. “Khalida, please, take it off, don’t—I can’t, please!” She 
doesn’t respond, shoving him relentlessly forward. 


He’s struggling, feet scrambling on the ground, trying to twist free, and getting absolutely nowhere. 


“Stop,” he cries, struggling harder than he has since the hunters showed him it was useless. But, 
god, he was free and now they’ ve collared him and— 


Dimitri is suddenly in front of him, gripping his chin with clawed fingers, and says, “Give it up, 
mage.” 


The press of sharp points against his skin shocks him into stillness for a moment, and they use that 
opportunity to shove him into a chair in front of Lada’s desk. It’s been turned around, facing the 
door, and all three of them are between him and the door. 


He’s not—he’s not getting out. 


They—they collared him. 


His lip trembles, because his magic is gone, and—and he buries his face in his hands, shoulders 
shaking with silent sobs. 


“We can still make it quick,” Lada offers. “Once you tell us what we want to know.” 


So they’ve kept him alive for information. He will tell them whatever they want, and maybe then 
they will put him out of his misery. 


He’s back in a collar. 


“What do you want to know?” Jaime asks, trembling voice muffled behind his hands. 


“T want to know what you’re planning,” Lada returns, and Jaime doesn’t quite understand. 


“What I’m planning?” he asks, drawing his hands off his face, wiping away his tears. He wraps his 
arms around himself, fingers digging into his upper arms to ground himself as he looks up at them. 


“Yes,” Lada says, almost impatiently. “Why did you pretend to be a victim, let yourself get taken. 
What was the plan for taking out my pack?” 


And just like that, his stomach lurches and the aching misery is overcome by a chill of fear, 
goosebumps shivering down his arms. 


He doesn’t have the information they want, because he wasn’t pretending, but they’re not going to 
believe that. 


Not without a lot of pain, and maybe not ever. 


And certainly, he knows his body can take an immense amount of pain, the hunters found every 
limit he thought he had and blazed right past them, but he’s terrified of it. That’s why he did 
whatever the hunters wanted, whatever they asked, no matter what, to try to minimize how much 
they hurt him. 


At least the hunters wanted him alive when they were done. 


“T thought you knew,” Jamie says, swallowing hard, feeling the press of the collar around his neck 
more than ever. 


“You thought we knew you were a hunter?” Khalida asks incredulously. “You thought we 
willingly brought a hunter back to our den.“ 


“N—No,” Jaime says, gaze darting between them, trying to keep from trembling. “I thought you 
knew I was a mage. I—I thought you knew I didn’t want—” 


“Spare me your excuses,” Lada says, exasperated, and Jaime flinches. “There are two ways for this 
to go. Tell us why you’re here, and we’ll make it quick.” 


“Or don’t,” Dimitri says, gliding closer. “Don’t tell us, and we’ll get to have fun before you finally 
break and give us what we want.” 


Jaime swallows down a whimper, and his breath is coming faster. Dimitri circles behind him, and 
Jaime can’t even see him, won’t know when it’s coming— 


“I—|—” Jaime stammers, trying to find a good enough answer. He didn’t plan this, he just woke up 
here, he didn’t want to help the hunters, there’s not a plan, but none of that is believable and he 
can’t stop clawing desperately for magic he’ll never be able to reach. 


“Maybe he needs a little incentive,” Khalida suggests. “Get the ball rolling.” 


Jaime can hardly breathe, terror filling him, his heart pounding. Every instinct he has is telling him 
to flee, but he can’t flee, not from three wolves, not without his magic. 


“No,” he forces out. “No, please—” 


“Tell us,” Lada says, watching him with no mercy in her eyes, eyes that used to be soft and tender 
when they looked at Jaime, like he mattered, like he was pack, like he was worth forgiving— 


Dimitri’s hand trails across Jaime’s back and he shudders as it settles on his shoulder, claws 
pricking into him through his shirt, the shirt they gave him, when they thought he was worth caring 
about— 


“There’s—I wasn’t—” Jaime can feel himself starting to shake, and tries to think through the 
blinding terror. ““There’s not—there’s not a plan,” he says desperately. 


“Wrong answer,” Dimitri says softly, and his hand falls off Jaime’s shoulder before agony blooms 
across Jaime’s side. Dimitri prowls around, claws glinting red, and Jaime is gasping as he clamps a 
hand over the pulsing wound. 


“Well,” Dimitri says, smugly satisfied, as Jaime watches him with wide, terrified eyes. “The wrong 
answer for you. I’m enjoying this.” 


Blood soaks through Jaime’s shirt, slipping out over his hand, and he’s breathing shallowly, trying 
to move as little as possible, trying to minimize the pain streaking through him. 


And they’ ve only just started. 


His eyes flick over to Lada, because even in the short week he’s been here he already associates her 
with safety, she rescued him, but she’s watching with a smooth face, unmoved. 


“And that’s nothing,” Dimitri continues, voice low and cruel. “You haven’t even screamed for us. 
There are so many ways to hurt you, hunter.” 


Jaime knows a lot about pain and screaming, knows a lot about how creative people can get when 
they want to hurt someone else and enjoy the screaming, but if the wolves aren’t expecting him to 
do magic for them when they’re done, he distantly thinks he’s about to learn a lot more. 


“Please,” he begs, knowing they’re not going to care, but he can’t nottry. He’d do anything to get 
them to stop; his time with the hunters is proof of that. “Please,” he begs again, shuddering. “I 
don’t—I don’t know anything.” 


Dimitri reaches out for him, and Jaime flinches back, but there’s nowhere to go in the chair, in the 
room, in the den full of wolves that want to hear him scream. 


And he does scream, a breathless, strangled sound, when Dimitri uses one hand to snap the forearm 
of the hand he’s been clamping over his side. 


“Lovely,” Dimitri says softly as Jaime hunches over in the chair, half trying to curl around his 
wounds, half trying to brace for the next one. 


His whole body is shuddering, and he just—just wants it to be over. 


“P—Please kill me,” he rasps, and Dimitri laughs. 


“When we’re done,” he says. “When you tell us what we need to know.” 


“We can break a lot of bones without killing you,” Khalida says idly, leaning against the wall. 
“We’ve done it before.” 


Khalida, who hunted him down several times a day just to give him treats, said her wolf likes to 
feed pack, said he was far too thin for comfort— 


Jaime’s blood is running hot down his side, lighting streaks of pain stabbing through his arm, and 
—it’s only going to get worse. 


“Tell me,” Dimitri says. “What was the reward they gave you that night for locking me up? I 
wondered what would be worth it to someone like you.” 


“Was it money?” Lada muses, and Jaime tries desperately not to remember how safe he felt in her 
arms when he cried, not when he’s struggling to hold onto himself through the pain. “I always 
thought it was the money that drove hunters.” 


“T hear they get gifts,” Khalida suggests. “Expensive food, fancy clothing.” 


Jaime remembers how he lived in the camp, and the idea of anything being spent on him, given to 
him is laughable. 


“No,” he says, voice tight from pain, as tears start to slip down his face. “It wasn’ t—like that.” 


He knows he did hurt the wolves, knows the horrible things he did, but he desperately wants these 

wolves to know he wasn’t driven by greed, he wasn’t selfish like that. He knew these were people 

he was hurting, but he didn’t stop, because then he would get hurt, and he will always hate himself 
for that weakness. 


“Then what was it?” Dimitiri says, moving closer, and Jaime can’t stop himself from flinching 
away. “What reward was worth locking me up?” 


Jaime’s throat is tight, words trying to press through; he’d wanted to forget all of it, put it behind 
him, and now it’s vividly playing across his mind, muting his current terror and pain. 


“They—they—” 


He remembers how it felt to be violated, how they’d take turns, how they’d reward him by making 
him enjoy it, even as he was sobbing. 


Dimitri drags a clawed hand over the back of Jaime’s bowed neck, a threat and a promise, and it 
doesn’t matter, Jaime’s going to die screaming in pain, god, so much more pain, and he’II never be 
able to tell them what they want to know, never make them believe him, but he didn’t—he wasn’t 
—it wasn’t for greed— 


Dimitri’s claws gently scrape Jaime’s skin, and—“They fucked me,” Jaime makes himself say, 
voice breaking with a sob, covering his face with his remaining, good arm. “They fucked me,” he 
says again, feeling the words shatter something inside him. Sobs tear through him, and he’s 
gasping because each one is agony, but he can’t stop sobbing, not now that he’s started, not with 
all the memories, with his arm throbbing, his side burning hot, a collar back around his neck— 


“You got off on it?” Dimitri snarls, and Jamie flinches, because he did, but they made him and— 


“T’m sorry,” he sobs, hunching his shoulders, bracing for the next assault. Dimitri’s claws dig a 
little deeper. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please,” he begs, desperate to be believed, desperate to be 
suddenly forgiven, desperate for a miracle he won’t get, because he deserves to suffer, he does, but 
he doesn’t want it, god, he doesn’t want this. 


He’s shaking with fear and pain, overwhelmed, he wants the collar off, please, he wants to be free, 
he wants to be forgiven and held, he wants the promises that were made to him in the last week to 
be true, and he aches with the depth of his useless longing. 


He wishes he had never woken up in this den, wishes he never had the past week dangled in front 
of him, a vivid example of the life he’ Il never get. 


“Please,” he sobs brokenly, because he’d do anything for it to stop, but—he doesn’t have what 
they want. 


Lada’s wolf is whining, pawing at her, and when Dimitri looks at Lada, asking for permission to 
hurt Jaime again, she sharply shakes her head. 


This isn’t—this isn’t how interrogations usually go, and there’s a sick feeling in her stomach. 


Hunters are nearly all fanatics, and she was absolutely sure a man who’d let himself be hurt by his 
friends to try to set a trap for an entire pack isn’t one of the few outliers. 


But every fanatic she’s met gets angry when they’re losing, angry when it falls apart and they see 
their imminent death has fangs and claws, when they see their killer will belong to a group they 
think is beneath them. 


She’s been called a bitch, a whore, a trumped-slut. They promise to kill her, rape her, make her 
pay. One particularly inventive hunter promised to throw her in a cage and starve her until she 
would be willing to eat her own eyeballs, and some part of Lada was impressed with the image. 


Jaime is doing none of that. 


It made sense when he bargained for his own death, because it’s hard to give up secrets when 
you’re already dead; fear of the collar was just—a front to get a quick death. 


And she knows he’s a good actor; this past week at the den, when no one suspected a thing, made 
that clear. 


It’s just—Jaime knows he’s lost this fight. She can hear in his voice the thread of exhausted 
despair, the knowledge they won’t believe him. 


But he’s not angry. 


He’ s—fracturing. 


The painful-sounding sobs are loud in the room, and she hears him say they fucked me in that 
awful, devastated tone, and she remembers the medic’s restrained anger detailing the obvious signs 
of repeated sexual assault, on top of all his other injuries. 


It suddenly occurs to her that if Jamie had really wanted to die to keep his secrets, he wouldn’t 
have held back from using his magic. He would’ ve tried to take out as many wolves as he could 
once he was exposed, do whatever damage was possible—hell, he probably had enough strength to 
take out her and Khali, leaving the pack weak and disorganized. The wolves left alive would have 
ripped his throat out as soon as his magic failed. 


That’s what any hunter would have done: tried to do any amount of damage as soon as their plan 
unraveled. 


Unless holding back was part of his act, even still, to try to convince them he’s innocent. 


In her mind’s eye she sees him slump to his knees in relief, bowing his head for death, and his 
shocked horror when they betrayed him. 


Lada’s wolf is nudging her, insistently, telling her she has a sobbing packmate and she needs to fix 
it. 


Khali is waiting, silently, willing to back her in whatever Lada chooses. 


Dimitri is looking at her, waiting for her to tell him what the next move is, and even in the midst of 
all this she finds a moment of pure relief that they found the hunters in time, that they rescued 
Dimitri, that the cages opened— 


Wait. The cages opened, and at the time they thought one of the hunters had been the mage and the 
spells dissolved when she died. 


But if Jaime was the mage— 


They fucked me, she hears, that broken tone slicing through her. 


She sees him, curled up and sleeping, a full night and day, recovering from the abuse in a safe 
place—or from using all his magic opening the cages and undoing the spells? 


She moves forward, Dimitri backing off at her approach, and kneels on the ground in front of 
Jaime. He’s half curled up on the chair, body shaking with sobs, a hand covering his face. 


“Jaime,” she says softly, and he flinches so violently he nearly falls off the chair, dropping his 
hand to stare at her with wide, terrified eyes. 


His face is streaked with tears, crumpled with pain, and there’s something dead inside his eyes that 
twists at her heart. 


“Lada,” he chokes out, eyes darting around the room, cowering back into the chair. “?’m—Im 
sorry, please—” 


The desperation is—raw. Painful. 


She doesn't think she’s ever met an actor this good, and she feels unsteady when considering the 
idea she still hasn’t. 


“Jaime,” she says again. “Did you want them to fuck you?” A simple question. An opening to an 
answer she’s not sure she wants to know. 


His breath stills for a moment, eyes widening further, and then he shakes his head and hoarsely 
says, “N—No,” covering his face again as another sob tears through him. 


Behind her, Dimitri sucks in a horrified breath. 


“You’re a mage,” Dimitri says, almost angrily. “Why didn’t you stop them?” 


It feels like all three of them are holding their breath, waiting for his answer, Jaime’s wet, gasping 
breaths loud in the room. 


“The—the collar,” he stutters out, bloody hand rising unconsciously to touch the one around his 
neck. “They h—had one o—on me, and I c—couldn’t access m—my magic.” 


Lada goes still, even as her wolf howls inside her. 


“l’m s—sorry,” Jaime says, shivering. “I didn’t want—it’s not an excuse, I know I did it, b—but it 
was—they made me—they hurt me.” 


Every word feels like it’s stabbing into her. They hurt him? She hurt him, because she heard mage 
and hunter and lost control. 


Unbidden, she remembers the medic saying, “—suffering from malnutrition, hasn’t had a good 
meal in far too long. Years, probably, because he has multiple healed fractures, consistent with 
long-term abuse. Be gentle with him, Lada.” 


Too late for that now. 


“Please,” he begs, looking at her with hopeless desperation, not a fanatic, not a hunter, just another 
of their victims. “P—please, there’s n—no plan, I—please, no more p—pain, just—just kill me.” 


Lada feels like she can’t breathe. She collared him, she collared him, when he would have rather 
died, not to protect information that doesn’t exist, but because he’d been enslaved by a collar for 
god knows how long. At least the wolves didn’t get kept by the hunters, not for long, not for long 
enough to make them drop to their knees and look grateful to die rather than go back. 


And she collared him, and she tortured him, and she—broke him. 


She doesn’t feel like she’s any better than the hunters they’ ve killed. 


He’s looking at her with those shattered, empty eyes. “Please kill me,” he pleads. “Please, Lada, 
I’m sorry, please—” 


“No,” she says, and he drops his head and shudders. “No, Jaime, I’m not killing you. ?m—I’m 
sorry,” she says but the words are beyond inadequate. She rises up on her knees and carefully 


wraps her arms about him, trying not to hurt him further, and he freezes under her touch, sobs dying 
abruptly. 


She pulls back. “Jaime,” she says softly. “I’m not going to hurt you.” The words feel like ashes in 
her mouth, with him shaking under her, blood pooling under the chair. “Khali,” she says, turning. 
“Get a medic.” Khali’s face is pale, carefully neutral, and she nods jerkily before leaving the room. 


Dimitri is frozen, watching them with wide eyes, and she will reassure him later, tell him he was 
following orders, that he bears no fault. He was the tool she wielded, and she feels shame for 
letting both him and Jaime down. Dimitri trusted her to lead the pack, make good decisions, give 
the right orders— 


She turns back to Jaime. “Khali is getting a medic,” she says steadily. “We’re going to get your 
injuries treated.” Injuries from when she told Dimitri to hurt this already-wounded—“We’ re not 
going to hurt you again,” she adds. 


Jaime doesn’t look up at her. “I don’t have the information,” he says, so low she almost can’t hear 
him. “Pretending to feel sorry for me won’t get you anything. Please, Lada, just finish it. Kill me or 
—” He swallows. “Or torture me until you believe me. Don’t—don’t draw it out.” 


“We’re not torturing you any more, and I do believe you,” she says firmly, feeling like it’s 
hopeless. Why should he believe her? “I made a mistake,” she admits. “I didn’t know you were a 
mage, and I—hunters have taken so much from us—” She stops. “I believe you,” she says again. 
“You didn’t want to be there, they kept you, they hurt you—” Just like we hurt you “—and it’s not 
your fault.” 


Jaime doesn’t respond, head hanging down. His body is tense, braced for more pain, and she feels 
helpless. Even if she were faced with waiting for a medic for a wounded packmate, she could still 
touch, offer comfort, promise vengeance on the attacker. 


She could do something. 


The wolf inside her is whimpering grief and apologies for hurting pack, and whining at Lada, 
telling her to comfort, comfort and fix. 


She should back away, give him space while they wait for a medic, maybe call in Mirza to comfort 
him, someone who didn’t just threaten and torture him. He’ll need space to heal and forgive them 


for hurting him when he needed safety and love but— 


She can’t quite make her human side prevail, and if she’s honest, both sides of her want to do this. 


So she slips a hand under Jaime’s knees, his whole body going rigid at the first touch. Her other 
hand goes behind his back, and she scoops him gently up, trying not to jar his broken bone. The 
bone she Jet Dimitri break, and Jaime’s scream is still echoing in her ears. 


Jaime gives a choked sound, a mix of surprise and pain, and she settles him into her lap, leaning up 
against a wall. “Shhh,” she says, stroking a hand over his hair as he curls himself up in his lap, 
around his still-bleeding cuts and broken arm. “Shhh, I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “We’re done. 
You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.” 


Dimitri watches them for a moment, then shifts and pads closer. He lays down, head between his 
paws, and watches them with sad eyes. 


Lada lets herself stroke a calming hand down Jaime’s back, his breath hitching as he shudders. 


“Please,” he whispers into her shirt. “Lada, don’t do this, please.” 


Regret is burning her up inside. How long was Jaime collared by those monsters? And she told him 
he was free and safe, and then blamed him and hurt him and made him scream. 


“You're safe,” she says softly, running her hand down his spine. “I’m so, so sorry.” Jaime tenses 
further before finally slumping further into her lap. 


Lada knows it’s more resignation than relief. 


She’s the alpha. She is supposed to be the one with the most control over her emotions, the one 
who can keep a level head even when her pack is losing their mind, and she let down their newest, 
most vulnerable member. 


The door opens and thankfully it’s Ash, the medic that worked with Jaime when he first arrived. 
Khali must have found him specifically. His face is pinched as he takes in the scene, but Khali 


must have warned him and Lada is grateful he doesn’t comment. 


Instead, he crouches down next to Jaime and gently says, “Hey, can I look at you?” 


Jaime shudders and huddles into Lada, and she can only wish that’s because he trusts her, because 
he still believes he’ll keep her safe, and not because he’s terrified and desperate. 


> I 


“T’m a mage,” Jaime finally says, low and broken. “I’m a—hunter. You don’t n—need to heal me.’ 
Lada’s heart fractures further, and Dimitri makes a low, wounded noise. 


Ash purses his lips and then says, “Well, if you’re a mage, I don’t need to heal you.” Jaime 
flinches and Lada glares, but Ash continues, “You can do it yourself.” 


Jaime goes rigid on Lada’s lap, but doesn’t say anything. 


And Lada is cursing herself for not doing it sooner, no wonder he wasn’t believing her, not with 
that damn collar still on his neck. It would have been kinder to kill him, she sees that now, why the 
fuck didn’t she stop to think for a single second before giving into her rage—she lifts up her hand 
and brushes against the sigil keyed to her, catching the collar as it slips off Jatme’s neck. 


Jaime is still rigid, breathing shallow and fast. 


“You can heal yourself,” Lada tells him softly, setting the collar on the ground next to them. “If 
you’re able.” 


The man is silent on her lap, and she feels his heart thrumming far too fast. 


Ash offers, “Or I can help.” 


No response. Lada’s heart twists in guilt and fear and worry. 


“Jaime,” she says gently. “If you can’t heal yourself, let Ash look at you, please.” 


He trembles in her lap and whispers, “P—Please. Please don’t make me heal myself.” 


Make him heal himself? “Don’t you want to feel better?” she asks. She can see how much pain 
he’s in, how every breath catches, can feel his blood seeping into her pants. He needs treatment, 
one way or the other. 


“Don’t—don’t draw it out,” he chokes, and her breath catches at the idea. To make him heal 
himself, only to hurt him again and again and again, make him complicit in his torture—she wishes 
she’d left a hunter alive, to have something living to rend and tear, someone to hurt— 


“We’re done,” she says, trying to be reassuring. “You’re not going to get hurt again.” She’s 
resisting the urge to hold him tighter. 


“Please,” he says, and she can hear the pain laced through his voice. “Please, I don’t—I don’t 
know anything. Just—kill me.” 


Ash’s face is a storm cloud and he doesn’t hold back from glaring at Lada. Dimitri’s tail is lashing, 
the rest of him perfectly still. 


“Tt’s okay,” Lada says, soothingly. “I believe you. We’re not going to hurt you. You’re—safe.” Her 
voice catches, because that’s what she promised him a week ago and look where they are now. 


Jaime just shakes his head. “I kn—know what I did,” he says, low voice getting stronger. “You 
know what I did. I thought—but there’s no coming back from that. I—I hurt so many of you and 


”° 


“Jaime,” Lada says firmly, cutting him off. She will reassure him as much as he needs, but not 
when he’s bleeding out in her lap. “Let Ash heal you or do it yourself.” Her tone offers no 
compromise. 


A pause, and then there’s a hum in the air, one she can’t quite hear—Dimitri twitches an ear, a 
shiver rippling down his flank. 


Jaime’s body suddenly relaxes in her arms, and his breathing is quiet and slow. Lada breathes a 


little easier at some of her mistakes being washed away; at least he doesn’t have to be in constant, 
physical pain. 


“Good,” she says. “Now we need to get you cleaned up and into fresh clothes.” Clothes without 
blood, clothes without rips from claws. But the mage on her lap doesn’t move. 


“Jaime?” she asks, and there’s no response. 


She drops a hand to lift his chin, to look at him, and he’s—his eyes are open, he’s breathing, but 
he’s looking through her. 


She drove him to this. 


“Ash,” she says unsteadily. “Check to make sure he’s fully healed.” 


“May I touch you?” Ash asks Jaime, but the mage doesn’t respond. To any of them. Not even 
when Dimitri comes and nudges him with his nose. 


Lada lays Jaime out on the floor for Ash to examine. His eyes are open, but unseeing, his chest 
rises and falls easily, his wounds are healed, but— 


“Not an uncommon response to trauma,” Ash says tightly, once he’s made sure Jaime fully healed 
himself. “Especially when he’s been through so much already.” He shoots a glance at Lada, and 
Lada knows he’s going to hunt her down later and yell at her. 


Be gentle with him, Lada. 


She deserves whatever Ash will say, and more. 


“But he’ ll come back, right?” she asks quietly, resting her hand on Jaime’s head, looking down at 
him worriedly. 


“Most of the time they do,” Ash says, glancing at the blood pooled on the floor, the collar next to 


them, and Dimitri’s mournful face. 


Lada really fucked this one up. 


Jaime floats up slowly, a murmur of voices drawing him back, soft warmth against his side. 


It feels like waking up, like he’s been asleep, and the quiet voices cut out when he stretches out 
sore muscles on the soft bed. 


Being found by the pack was somehow the best thing to ever happen to him and Jaime is grateful 
Lada— 


Lada. 


Lada, looking at him with cold and unfriendly eyes. The collar, locking around his neck—his 
hands fly up and it’s gone, he remembers her taking it off, remembers—healing himself. 


Remembers screaming. 


He opens his eyes. 


He’s on his bed—is it still his? Is it his until they kill him?—and Lada is sitting next to him, a 
cruel mimicry of the first time he woke up here and she made him believe he could be safe. And 
next to him—there’s a wolf in the bed with him. 


Jaime goes very still. He recognizes the markings; it’s Khalida, and she’s pressed so close she 
won’t miss a single move he makes. 


On the table next to the bed, he sees a chocolate croissant—Khalida always brought him an extra 
one or three during the day, feeding him—and his mouth waters but he holds himself still. He 
knows they want information from him, and are simply trying a new tactic. 


He knows what will happen when it fails. 


Lada smiles at him, and Jaime stares at her, not bothering to sit up. 


“Hey,” she says. “I’m glad you’re back with us.” He notices she’s twisting her hands nervously in 
her lap, but when his gaze falls there, she stops moving them. 


Jaime doesn’t know what to say, hyper-aware of Khalida right next to him, how fast she could sink 
her teeth into him. 


“T’m sorry,” she says, looking at him intensely. “Jaime, I’m so sorry. You should have been safe 
here. No one is going to hurt you again.” She’s looking at him like she wants a response, and Jaime 
—he’s just so tired. He’s ready to be done. 


“What do you want?” he asks, resigned. 


“T want you to believe me,” Lada says, looking so sincere Jaime feels sick. 


Well, I don’t, he thinks, feeling a small swirl of unaccustomed anger, so let’s get it over with. 


“T don’t have the information,” he says bluntly. “You can either torture me for it, or kill me, but I 
don’t have it. Pretending like this won’t get me to give it to you.” His fingers clench under the 
blankets. 


Khalida growls next to him, and Jaime knows it’s a threat, knows he’s supposed to play along, 
only— 


He’s been enslaved for longer than he cares to remember, but it was never wrapped in pretty lies. 


“T know you don’t have that information,” Lada says softly. Her tone sets Jaime’s teeth on edge. 


“Do you?” he snaps at her, and dares to sit up. Khalida doesn’t push him back down with a large 
paw or snap her jaws at him, but she’s still a heavy weight against his hip and leg, an ever-present 
threat. “Then why am I here?” 


Why isn’t he locked up in a cell, or a body dumped in the woods? 


“Because you were a slave,” Lada says, and Jaime flinches at the word. “You deserve to be free 
and to be safe and to make your own choices.” Her gentle tone makes hot tears press at his eyes. 
He aches to have that and, even knowing he didn’t deserve it, he dreamt of it. He thought he’d 
found it. 


Until they locked a collar around his neck and made him scream. 


“Safe,” Jaime says, and his voice is flat. “You think this is a safe place for me.” 


Lada winces. 


“T’m sorry,” she says again. “I should have waited until I had the whole story. I should have known 
you weren’t a hunter.” Her voice is filled with regret, but Jaime doesn’t care. 


“Tam a hunter,” he says, voice threaded with a viciousness that surprises him. “I locked up 
hundreds of wolves, knowing they weren’t getting out alive.” 


Khalida gives another low rumble. 


“Jaime,” Lada says, and she sounds so calm, so sad, that he’s suddenly and inexplicably furious. 


He hasn’t felt this angry in years, and the heat feels like it’s scorching him from the inside out. 


“No,” he says. “Don’t deny it. Don’t pretend like it didn’t happen.” His voice is loud in the quiet 
room, too loud, and a small part of him tries to warn him to be careful, be cautious, be quiet, but 
why? They already tortured him, they will again, and nothing he does is going to engender any 
goodwill. “You’ ve made it perfectly clear how you feel about hunters, and about me. I’m not going 
to buy into your fake kindness. This won’t work.” 


He’s not going to play their fucking games. 


Khalida licks his arm and he flinches, glaring down at her, and she flattens her ears and whines. 
Jaime isn’t going to feel sympathy for a wolf that would kill him and never look back. 


“Tt’s not fake,” Lada says, looking sad, like Jaime is the one doing something wrong here. “You’re 
not a hunter, Jaime. They had a collar on you.” 


“So did you,” Jaime says coldly. “Where is it now? Might as well bring it back, if ’m not going to 
play along.” 


Lada looks sick. “We’re not putting that back on you,” she says. “Not ever.” 


Khalida gives a little yip, and then shifts. “I’m sorry I ever put it on you,” she says roughly, her 
voice sad. 


“Well,” Jaime says, something reckless filling him, fury overriding common sense. “Maybe you 
shouldn’t be sorry.” 


He pulls his hands out from under the blankets and white lightning arcs between them. 


Lada and Khalida go perfectly still, and their eyes gleam emerald and gold in the flickering light. 


“T’m a mage,” he says, dark and low. “A hunter. It wasn’t your worst idea to lock me in a collar, 
lock my powers away.” He flicks his fingers, sending a bolt to a wall, and it leaves a black, charred 
mark. His voice is menacing. “I can do so much more than forcing you into your shift and shoving 
you in a cage.” 


It feels good to finally use his magic, freely and openly, use it the way he wants, no restrictions or 
orders. No one is going to snatch away the power flowing through him. It’s his, to use as he 
chooses. 


Only it—it doesn’t feel good to use it like this. 


He used to wish he could use his power for good, dream of healing and helping, not threatening 
and hurting. Not—this. 


He stares at the lightning between his hands and the burning anger abruptly floods out of him, 
leaving him feeling sick and empty, raw and hurting. He calls his magic back inside himself, the 
flickering light vanishing. 


He swore he’d never use his magic to injure anyone, ever again, and yet— 


“T’m sorry,” he chokes out. He didn’t—he would never, could never hurt a wolf again. The 
memory of that almost-foreign anger makes him nauseous. It didn’t feel like him. 


He feels twisted and wrong, like the hunters’ evil tainted him somehow, like he won’t remember 
how to not hurt people. 


Khalida leans her shoulder into his, and Jaime flinches but—she’s just soft and warm. Soothing 
him. He could almost feel safe, if he couldn’t still picture the black leather in her hands, feel the 
weight around his neck, hear her talk about breaking his bones. 


But she’s not hurting him, and when he lifts his eyes Lada doesn’t even look angry. 


The last flicker of fight drains out of him. He won’t hurt them, and they won’t drop the pretense, 
and Jaime just—surrenders. He lets himself settle into Khalida’s warmth, closing his eyes, forcing 
himself not to think. 


“Tt’s okay,” Lada says softly. “You’ve been through a lot and we—we made it worse.” 


Jaime doesn’t answer. He’ll enjoy whatever small comforts they give him, before they realize he 
can’t tell them what they want to know, and shove him right back into pain and torment again. 
Why not enjoy his last chance at peace? 


The silence stretches, and Jaime enjoys the warmth, the feeling of someone breathing while 


pressed close, all the while waiting for their questions. 


But the silence goes on and on, and finally he opens his eyes to look at Lada. She studies him, a 
calm, assessing gaze, and then her mouth twists. 


“Khali,” she says. “I think it’s time for visitors.” 


Khalida flows off the bed, sleek and smooth even in human form, and Jaime closes his eyes again. 
The “visitors” can come, and be apologetic and kind, maybe Dimitri can make a pretty apology, 
and eventually— 


There’s a rapid scuffling sound and he opens his eyes as two twin cannonballs land on his chest. 


Risto leans forward and licks Jamie’s face and he sputters, wiping it off. Mira pushes off his chest, 
robbing Jaime of air for a moment, and lands on his foot. 


Pups. 


They let pups— 


Jaime glances at Lada, but instead of looking worried, hurrying to get the pups away from the 
hunter in the room, she looks—fond. 


Mirza is following her children into her room, and the last time Jaime saw her she was all-but 
snarling, she let Lada drag him away—but she’s not snatching her children up, she— 


Jamie’s mind is flickering off and on. It’s one thing for the adults to pretend to be remorseful; it’s 
quite another to allow pups around an uncollared, hunter mage who threatened the alpha and her 
second just minutes ago. His magic is surging freely under his skin, uncontained. He could hurt 
them, even kill them, and no one would be able to stop him. 


But no one seems to be worried about that. 


They can’t want his information that badly, to be willing to risk their children. 


“Twins,” Mirza says, sounding scandalized. “I told you to be gentle.” 


Mira freezes where she’s been chewing on Jaime’s foot through the blanket, and Risto rolls onto 
his back, whining. 


“T’m sorry,” Mirza says. “You know how puppies are when someone’s been sick.” 


Jaime looks at her. No, no he doesn’t know. 


“They wanted to come see you ever since we got word you were hurt.” Her phrasing is careful, 
little pitchers have big ears, but she knows Jaime’s a hunter and a mage. 


Mirza shouldn’t be here. The pups shouldn’t be here. He glances down at them, at Mira already 
chewing on his foot again, Risto starting to sneak up to pounce on her. 


Jaime opens his mouth to tell them to get away from him, to leave, and then he pictures the way 
Mira’s ears would droop if he said he didn’t want her, the way Risto’s tail would drag on the 
ground as he padded through the doorway, how sad and small they would look— 


He can’t send them away. He can’t tell Mirza he’s not to be trusted, not in front of the pups. He’s 
not going to upset them, not now that they’re already here. 


“Tt?s—it’s fine,” Jaime says, voice hoarse, and Risto suddenly loses interest in Mira and jumps up 
on his chest to lick his face again. Jaime gently rolls him off, settles a careful hand on his belly, 
and then scratches the pup under the chin. “I’m not—” He hesitates, but surely everyone knows 
he’s a mage by now, right? “I healed my injuries fully.” 


“Still can’t believe we didn’t know you were a mage,” Mirza says, and it sounds like—an apology. 


Lada leaves her seat by his bedside, and Mirza takes her place. Jaime is aware of Khalida and 
Lada, watching, but they’re not—they’ re not acting like they’re monitoring him, they’re letting him 
be close to pups, when he’s dangerous and— 


“T told them you were too tired to do any magic,” Mirza informs him. “But they are expecting 
tricks when you feel better. If you’re willing,” she tacks on, like anyone in the den, Jaime included, 
is capable of disappointing the pups. 


Is he going to be around long enough to do tricks? 


“T can do that,” he says cautiously, and no one objects. And he wants, suddenly, to do something 
small and light-hearted. “In fact...” He twitches his fingers, and an iridescent bubble floats across 
the bed. 


Risto and Mira freeze, eyes fixed on it, tails twitching. Mirza has an expression of wonder, and 
Jaime sends a few more floating across the bed. 


It feels good to let his magic flow through him like this, fulfilling his dream of making something 
good instead of doing something to hurt. He glances at Lada and Khalida, but they’re just smiling 
gently at the bubbles, leaning up against the wall near the open door—the open door, as though 
Jaime isn’t a dangerous prisoner— 


A bubble lands on Mira’s nose, and she goes cross-eyed for a moment before it pops. She growls, 
and launches at the next bubble, and Risto does the same. The two pups are bounding across the 
bed, growling, popping bubbles as fast as Jaime can make them, and he can feel a small smile 
tugging at the corners of his mouth. 


Mirza is laughing softly, and something inside of Jaime warms, for just a moment. 


When the bubbles end, the pups collapse on the bed, panting, very proud of themselves. 


“Yes,” Mirza tells them. “You were very brave, saving all of us from the evil bubbles.” Their tails 
wag, just slightly, and Jaime can see Mira eyeing his foot again. “Oh,” Mirza says, and Jaime 
glances back to her, where she’s looking at the table next to his bed. “Chocolate croissant. Your 
favorite. Khali always gets you the best food.” She hands it to him, and quicker than he can follow, 
snatches up Risto and says, “No, that’s his treat. He’s been sick. Do not steal it.” Her eyes gleam 
for a moment, and Risto’s ears fall and he looks dejected. 


Jaime holds the croissant, the warmth he was feeling vanishing as he remembers what’s going on. 
This is a trick. They’re not welcoming a hunter into their den, not really. And he was a hunter, for 


all that the hunters tortured him, and made him wear a collar. Two pups and a few bubbles won’t 
change what happened— 


His hand trembles as he stares at the croissant. 


He’s only been here a week, but he knows no one in this den would ever risk pups. That must mean 


“If you get as thin as he is, Mirza,” Khalida interjects, her rich voice startling him. “I'll bring you 
food more often. You may recall I brought you treats during pregnancy.” 


“T do,” Mirza admits. “That’s why I know you always bring the best food.” 


Khalida snorts, and Jaime looks up at her, trying to comprehend what’s happening. She quietly 
asks, “Are you going to eat it?” 


He knows it’s more than a simple question, and he doesn’t know how to answer it. It’s not real, 
right? The wolves hurt him just like the hunters did, made him bleed and scream when he didn’t do 
what they wanted, and—and learning he was forced by the hunters doesn’t just make them change 
their minds. It can’t. He doesn’t get to be welcomed, forgiven, given a place to be safe, not after 
what he did, that’s just—not possible, right? 


But the pups are here, and he can’t wrap his mind around anyone risking them just for the chance 
of Jaime giving them information. Because—no one would do that. 


Mira is chewing on his foot, while Risto has wiggled out of his mother’s arms to land back on the 
bed, and he is eyeing the croissant with too-interested eyes. But Mirza has a sharp watch on him, 
even as she reaches forward and squeezes Jaime’s arm. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she says softly, 
when Jaime doesn’t answer Khalida. 


Jaime isn’t sure if he’s okay. Ten minutes ago he was not okay, far from it, expecting the absolute 
worst. He’s not sure what to expect, now. He feels uncertain, glancing between everyone in the 
room, trying to spot the trick, trying to see through the lie. Trying to decide when to brace for the 
pain that must be coming. 


But the croissant is soft in his hand, and it smells amazing. Risto is jumping on Mira, even as she 


rolls away and play-snarls at him. Lada slips out in the hallway, to talk to someone passing by and 
Jaime— 


He should be afraid, he should be resigned, but when Risto suddenly lunges and Jaime lifts the 
croissant out of his reach, when Mirza snatches her son, all he feels is a small swell of hope. 
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